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Generational Disparities 
By Jacob Bransky, Rebecca Hicks, McLain Sidmore 
Introduction 
Our exhibit engages in the issues and disparity of experiences along generational lines, with 
particular emphasis on children, elders, and schools and communities. While news stories at the 
outset of the pandemic often highlighted tropes of endangered and isolated seniors and elders, 
while pointing to children or young adults as unwary, or even dismissive Coronavirus spreaders, this 
disease has affected people of all ages and we set out to preserve this full range of impacts in our 
collection.  
We came to this project from very different areas that, inadvertently, became a major influence on 
the character of our collection and stories that define our work. Jacob came to us from Gay Mills, 
Wisconsin, a rural community with an aging population that gave him insight into the ways the 
pandemic affected various generations disparately in the upper Mid-West. Rebecca was working 
from her home in rural West Virginia with a particular interest in the ways in which various family 
structures, nuclear families and multigenerational households, changed conversations and 
dynamics during the pandemic, particularly in rural Appalachia. McLain was working from her home 
in Juneau, Alaska, a comparatively small town with a strong ethos of intergenerational learning and a 
recognition of elders as the backbone of the community.  
These circumstances allowed for an in-depth examination of the ways in which the pandemic has 
affected communities in rural or isolated regions across the country, exploring the unique 
circumstances of these often underexplored areas, and the ways in which age has impacted 
experiences during this spring. We were by no means always successful. The voices of children and 
elders have always been underrepresented in archival records and in a moment when these groups 
are being disproportionately impacted by illness, isolation, poverty, and lack of technology, these 
silences have only been exacerbated. Through our work, we have tried to capture the realities of this 
period for these people, from sweeping policies affecting the education of children, down to the 
individual reactions of students and elders in a few areas around the country, which we hope will 
offer some sliver of memory from these people in this time for future generations. 
 
Students & Children 
Schooling during the Coronavirus pandemic has been tough and huge change. It has exacerbated 
the learning gap among students in tougher home situations. Students who have the necessary 
support are still learning while those who don’t have it are falling behind their peers. This will have 
lasting impacts on their learning and can widen divides already seen in attainment based on factors 
such as race and income. It has also led to many students becoming isolated socially. This loss of 
social situations among peers can make it tough for children to interact with others and support 
each other. Students have expressed boredom and often talk about spending a lot of time looking at 
screens to game, watch videos or check social media. Students have responded talking about the 
ways they are staying entertained and how they are feeling during this difficult time.  
Many students are experiencing a period of mourning, without their teachers and friends, and the 
loss of significant milestones such as graduations or end of year activities. Others are facing far 
more serious problems of hunger, neglect, and trauma amidst economic crises and a lack of school 
interventions. In the virtual classrooms we observed this term, student attendance, particularly for 
younger students was very low, often less than half the class, and many students did not have the 
ability or the motivation to 
continue their school work 
during closures. For this reason, 
many or our student 
submissions will offer a skewed 
perspective toward those 
students who had the materials, 
internet, and home environment 
necessary to complete this 
assignment, and they were 
completed at the prompting of 
both teachers and parents. 
Schools have responded across 
the country in attempts to bridge 
these gaps, offering creative 
curriculums and new methods of 





South Carolina Educational Television At Home Learning Schedule. A 
broadcast schedule from South Carolina Educational Television that 
outlines educational programming for the week. This was one effort to 
provide educational materials to students who may 














  Messages for Students and Teachers at Sayeik: Gastineau Elementary School, 
Juneau, Alaska 
Messages for Students and Teachers at Sayeik: Gastineau Elementary School, Juneau, 
Alaska 
Parents & Elders 
While COVID-19 impacted everyone, elderly people experienced a unique challenge due to their 
decreased access to and understanding of technology. The silences received from the elderly 
population as we attempted to record their experiences speaks volumes by illustrating their inability 
to connect with others. While everyone was advised to isolate and quarantine, many people were 
able to remain virtually engaged and connected with peers. This was often not the case for the 
elderly. Parents, though, also faced the unique challenge of trying to keep their children engaged 
from home. This resulted in a lot of chaotic times and confusion from what felt like suddenly being 
thrown into a homeschooling environment where there was no transition time. 
While seniors and families have struggled due to isolation, and at times increased poverty or food 
insecurity due to the economic crisis, they are also dealing with a loss of important intergenerational 
connections. Families that rely on grandparents for child care may no longer have that option, and 
multi-generational households are at a higher risk for exposing vulnerable family members to the 
disease. With schools closed parents have had to adapt to teaching without the aid of educators, but 
also without the assistance and wisdom of elders who are often instrumental in teaching and caring 
for young children in particular. 
 
  
Alaskan Requests for Emergency Hunts to combat food shortages in spring 2020 
Administration & Community 
Covid-19 and social distancing have left indelible impacts on communities. As schools close for in-
person instruction, state and local governments scramble to provide services to families while 
children cope with the separation from friends, teachers, and other school support. Communities 
seek to bridge a growing divide between generations suddenly kept apart in order to mitigate 
spread, and outbreaks 
in nursing homes led to 
widespread no-visitor 
policies that furthered 
this separation. Many 
parents face the 
challenges of educating 
their children, 
continuing their own 
work, and caring for 
aging parents, often 
distantly. Numerous 
schools and districts 
have responded with 
new curricula and 
flexible schedules that 
encourage family 
activities, care of 
siblings and elders, and 
practicing skills such as 
cooking that teach 
academic concepts 
while focusing on care 




Suggestions for continuing student learning at home in ways that prioritize 
student wellbeing 
 Conclusion 
As we bring this project to its end in June, 2020, we remain in the midst of the pandemic and many 
unanswered questions about the future. While we wrestle with the day to day challenges of the 
pandemic and a national reckoning with racism and police violence, many are beginning to think 
about the long term effects of this year and consider how this year may alter our national path. For 
students, some of these changes are already appearing as colleges and universities begin to discuss 
closing their doors for good and school districts across the country are enduring massive budget 
cuts in the wake of the economic crisis. As school years end across the country, there are questions 
about when or if students will return in the Fall and what classes might look like when they do come 
back. With over 110,000 deaths in the United States alone at this time, we remain unsure when this 
pandemic will end, or how the lives of children, elders, teachers, families, and community members 
will have changed when it does.  
 
 
The Future of the University of Alaska Southeast. For many institutions of 
higher education, the pandemic, its economic consequences, and future 
uncertainty have left them scrambling for new ways forward. 
